Response to literature – Equity in Schools

Q: “We have choices.  First, we choose whether to ignore the issue or engage with it.  There is no neutral reaction:  ignoring is, I believe, tacit acceptance.  Second, if we choose not to ignore it, we have choices about what to do when our choices bring down passionate disagreement, or even angry condemnations, on our heads.  I believe that raising the questions and taking action is always better than ignoring.  I know that I will often make mistakes when I take action.”

C: I feel incredibly conflicted after reading this excerpt along with many of the responses posted below.  This is not to say that I am conflicted about the legitimate human rights issues raised in this piece.  I am in agreement with Nathan that “homophobia is, like racism, a moral issue.”  But I am conflicted in how to respond to her lack of response.  Nathan herself, like many who posted below, was not proud of allowing the issue to be “swept under the carpet,” and I would not be either.  But my conflict arises over whether or not I could find myself in a situation where I would do the same.  Specifically, I wonder whether my own emotional reaction (“This is wrong!  Do something!”) is in conflict with my professional reality (which seems to be the same conflict Nathan is experiencing) and whether or not talking about “professional responsibility” in the face of an issue like this is simply cowardly.  During my six years teaching in Harlem I worked with mostly African-American families who were generally practicing Christians.  The majority opinion expressed to me from parents during this time was in explicit opposition to homosexuality (this opinion was MUCH more mixed from the students).  As a teacher, because I was with my students every day and worked very hard to establish a trusting a safe environment, I still felt I had many opportunities to address this issue and many other human rights issues in ways that did not bring opposition from parents that I could not handle.  This is not necessarily the case for an administrator.  As a future administrator who is opening a school in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn (which has a very similar demographic to Harlem), I know the issue of homosexuality will be a difficult one with some parents, and perhaps a large majority of parents.  I spent much time in churches in Bed-Stuy in the spring and, although not true for all, it was clear that homosexuality was not an issue open for discussion and perspective taking with many congregations.  I then wonder, as I am trying to build a school from the ground up, would I allow myself to repeat Nathan’s mistake if I felt it was in the best interest of the school (whether or not it actually would be is certainly up for debate).  If it were not just one parent, but many parents expressing their opposition, how would I react?  As we focus on the fact that Nathan allowed the issue of the two students leaving to be “swept under the rug,” do we lose sight of the fact that she initially attacked the issue head on?  I will never be a part of a school that would not take these issues on.  It is a moral imperative.  But I feel I can live in the paradox of making that claim while still allowing for the fact that I might not always have the courage to meet all opposition with a simple “right” and “wrong.”  More concretely, can I continually oppose the majority of parents in my school or the culture of a community on a particular issue, however important and however clear, without endangering the very goals I set out to reach in the first place (of being more open, just, etc…)?  I suppose I just feel there is some gray amongst much black and white on this issue, and I want to be able to accept that sometimes (probably often) I will be in it.  Even more, I hope there may be some courage in that.
